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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR TEACHING SPOKEN ENGLISH 



Technical field 

This invention relates to a method for teaching students how to 
speak English and more particularly to a computer based learning system 
which incorporates the method together with a model speaker and 
practice and testing routines which allow a student to learn in their own 
time. 

Background of the invention 

Traditionally, teaching English as a second language has been 
carried out in a class room situation with a teacher demonstrating the 
pronunciation of the various combination of letters and words and with 
students repeating these sounds usually as a group. This emersion 
technique has been supplemented by a variety of additions including 
colour coding and other phonetic systems, video demonstrations and 
computer based reading exercises. 

The advent of computer programs which enunciate words and 
phrases when entered via a keyboard, usually referred to as speech 
synthesizers eg see US Patent 4.121, 051 to Place (1978) has not been 
successful in the teaching of spoken English, since the synthesized 
speech is stilted and machine like. PCT application WO 00/60560 in the 
name O'Connor, discloses a method of converting plain English text to a 
number of levels of enriched text each of which Incorporates progressively 



more clues to the pronunciation of the words of the text. The clues include 
colors, shapes, graphs and mariners which tend to complicate rather than 
simplify the learning process. 

Object of the Invention 

It is an object of this invention to provide a system which simplifies 
the teaching of spoken English and allows a student to learn to speak 
English faster with the aid of a personal computer. It is a further object to 
overcome the drawbacks of the prior art. 

Summary of the invention 

In one form, the invention comprises a phonetic method of 
identifying twenty three vowel sounds and twenty seven consonant 
sounds in spoken English, assigning a colour code to distinguish vowel 
sounds from consonants and both from silent letters and assigning a 
numerical code to the vowel sounds. 

In another form, the invention provides a computer based learning 
system including an audio visual screen inset of a model speaker who 
pronounces syllables, words and sentences on command. In a further 
form the invention provides a record and play back function for the 
student to test their own pronunciation against that of the model speaker. 

In yet another form, the invention provides a converter program 
which converts plain English text into the enriched text of the above 
phonetic method utilising a library data base of coloured and numerically 



coded words. An additional feature of this forni is a search engine which 
finds ail the words in the library having a requested combination of vowel 
and consonant sounds. And in a further fomri, the invention provides an 
engine which analyses the frequency of words used in a submitted text 
and thereby allows a student to practice the most frequently occurring 
words. 

Brief description of tlie drawings 

In order to assist with the understanding of the invention preferred 
embodiments will be described with reference to the following figures. 
FIG 1 is a generic screen shot showing a colour and numerically coded 

sentence, the model speaker video inset, tables of vowels and 

consonants and reading exercises; 

FIG 2 and 3 are respectively lists of words with the same vowel sound 
showing a variety of spellings of each sound, and lists of words with the 
same letters but pronounced differently; 

FIG 4 and 5 are tables showing the scope and sequence of lessons which 
teacii the subject phonetic method 

FIG 6 is a flow diagram illustrating the programming for activating the 
video Inset of FIG 1; 

FIG 7 IS a screen shot of a matrix showing consonant blends; 

FIG 8 Is a screen shot showing the conversion of a plain text sentence 

into enriched text stored in a library database; 

FIG 9 is a screen shot of a search engine which finds all the words in the 
library database having a requested combination of vowel and consonant 



sounds; 

FIG 10 Is a flow diagram illustrating the programming of the converter 
required for the conversion in FIG 8; 

FIG 1 1 shows flow diagrams of subroutines A, B, C and D of FIG 10; 
FIG 12 is a flow diagram illustrating an engine which analyses the 
frequency of words In a given text; 

Detailed description of the preferred embodiment 

The invention will now be described with reference to a number of 
exemplary embodiments. It is to be understood that the Invention is not 
limited to these embodiments alone and other alternative embodiments 
may be envisaged without departing firom the spirit and scope of the 
invention. 

FIG 2 gives lists of words containing vowel sounds 2, 5, 7, 14, 15, and 
20 with examples of the variety of spellings of each sound all of which 
have the same pronunciation. For example vowel sound 2 occurs in the 
following words spelt with "e", "a", "u", "ar. "ea". "el" and "le" respectively: 

leg, any, bury, again, head, leisure and friend. 
FIG 3 gives lists of words with the same letter(s) which are however 
pronounced differently. For example the letter "a" is pronounced in nine 
different ways in the following words: 

cat, any, sausage, watch, comma, cake, ahead, talk, and father 
These lists clearly demonstrate that the English language is not phonetic 
and this Is the main reason why speakers of other languages find it so 
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confusing. All words in tiie list are rendered in the preferred enriched text 
of tlie phonetic method of the present invention viz. consonants are blue, 
silent letters are grey and vowels are red and carry a superscript from 1 to 
23 which identifies the unique vowel sound irrespective of its spelling. 

The 27 consonants are defined in accordance with the International 
Phonetic Alphabet and where ever the sound of a consonant varies from 
Its normal pronunciation the correct consonant sound appears as a blue 
letter superscript eg the blue "zh" above the "s" in the word leisure in FIG 
2. When two consonants are sounded together in one syllable the latter is 
underlined eg "cfcT in watch in FIG 3, and a dot break is used to indicate 
the separation of syllables in a wond eg the word sausage in FIG 3. 
Accordingly, the enriched text of the phonetic method of the present 
Invention provides an unambiguous and complete rendering of the 
pronunciation of English words. In notes which accompany each lesson, 
conventional rules for pronunciation are discussed but these invariably 
have exceptions which make the coding of the present phonetic method a 
simpler and faster learning technique. 

The generic screen shot of FIG 1 illustrates how the method is 
incorporated Into a computer based learning system. An enriched text 
sentence appears at the top left section of the screen, the inset of a video 
of the model speaker at the top right, tables of the 23 unique vowel 
sounds and 27 unique consonant sounds at the lower right, and practice 
exercises at the lower left section. The student can click on any of the 



vowel and consonant sounds in the tables and a video clip of tlie model 
spealcer appears in the inset and gives the correct pronunciation* 

The student can also click on one of the "letter", "syllable", '^A/ord" and 
"sentence" buttons at the top left and then on the desired part of the 
coded sentence to hear the model speak a letter, syllable, word or whole 
sentence respectively. For example if the student clicks on the "syllable" 
button and then "ou" in the word "countries", the model speaker appears . 
and pronounces vowel sound 5. By clicking on the "decode" button in the 
same tool bar, the sentence Is rendered in plain text for the student to 
practice with out the assistance of the coding. 

The "record", "play" and "stop" buttons below the video inset allow the 
student to record a video of their own pronunciation via a computercam 
and play it back in the video inset to compare their speech with that of the 
model speaker. FIG 6 is a flow chart showing the programming logic 
behind the activation of video clips of the model speaker and of the 
student's speech recorded via a computercam. 

FIG 4 and 5 are tables which give the sequence and scope of a series 
of lessons which introduce the student progressively to the sound of 
vowels, consonants, consonant digraphs (combinations of consonants viz 
sh, ch, th, ng, 2l3 and ck), double letter vowels (ee,oo) and consonant 
blends. The latter are listed in the screen shot of FIG 7 which gives a 
matrix listing all the consonant blends. Once again the student can 
activate the model speaker to pronounce these sounds by clicking on a 



8 

particular blend and can test their own pronunciation by means of the 
computercam. 

FIG 8 Is a screen shot illustrating how a sentence typed in plain text Is 
converted to the enriched coded text of the present phonetic method with 
either Australian, British or American standard pronunciation. The plain 
text is typed in the main section and the enriched text appears in the Inset 
when the options appearing in the tool bar of the former are set and the 
"colour it" button is clicked. FIG io is a flow diagram giving the programme 
logic of the converter operating to produce the screen shot of FIG 9 and 
FIG 11 gives subroutines A, B, C and D of FIG 10, 

The final feature of this exemplary computer based learning method of 
the present invention Is an engine which analyses the frequency of words 
used in a text of particular interest eg legal or engineering, to enable the 
student to practice the vocabulary of interest. The text is scanned into the 
analysis engine which generates a list of all words with their frequency 
starting with the most frequent, FIG 12 is a flow diagram of the analysis 
engine which gives the program logic to the analysis of the vocabulary In 
the scanned text. 

The invention has been described with reference to a particular 
computer based learning method, however it should be noted that other 
embodiments which might be achieved with different programming of the 
functionality of the method fall within the scope and spirit of the Invention. 
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Claims 

1 . A system for teaching spoken English using a phonetic method of 
Identifying 23 unique vowel sounds and assigning the same number to 
each vowel sound where ever it occurs irrespective of Its spelling. 

2. The system of claim 1 which also uses a phonetic method of 
Identifying 27 unique consonant sounds, and assigning the same letter or 
letters to each consonant sound where ever it occurs irrespective of its 
spelling. 

3. The system of claim 2 In which a colour code Is used to distinguish 
vowel sounds from consonant sounds and both from letters which are not 
sounded. 

4. A computer based learning system including an audio visual screen 
inset of a model speaker who pronounces syllables, words and sentences 
on command. 

5. The system of claim 4 which includes a record and play back 
function for a student to test their own pronunciation against that of the 
model speaker. 

6. The system of claim 4 which converts plain English text into the 
enriched text of the phonetic method of claims 1 to 3 utilising a library 
data base of enriched text words. 

7. The system of claim 6 Including a search engine which finds all the 
words in the library data base having a requested combination of vowel 
and consonant sounds. 
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The system of claim 4 including an engine wliicii analyses tiie 
frequency of words used in a submitted text to produce a list of 
the most frequently occurring words. 
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